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LETTER TO THE EDITOR
Geographical variation in lymphoma incidence
Sir - The geographic distribution of newly diagnosed cases
of lymphoma occurring in Yorkshire between 1978 and 1982
was recently described by Barnes et al. (1987). The increase
of non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, but not Hodgkin's disease,
appeared to be greater in rural than urban areas. This
observation is consistent with previous reports on cancer risk
among farmers and other residents of rural areas in North
America. In Olmstead County, Minnesota, incidence rates
for non-Hodgkin's lymphoma increased significantly from
the 1940s to the 1970s, while rates for Hodgkin's disease
decreased insignificantly (Linos et al., 1986). The largest
increase was for rural males whose rates were substantially
higher than for urban males. Maps of US cancer mortality
have shown an increase in lymphomas in Kansas, an
agricultural state, from 1950-1980 (Pickle et al., 1987).
Numerous studies of farmers have found increased risks of
lymphatic cancers (Blair et al., 1985, 1987).
A possible explanation for the excess risk of non-
Hodgkin's lymphoma in rural areas is agricultural exposure
to herbicides. Researchers from Sweden and the US have
reported 5- to 6-fold increased risks of non-Hodgkin's
lymphoma in persons frequently exposed to herbicides
(Hardell et al., 1981; Hardell & Bengtsson, 1983; Hoar et al.,
1986). The increasing trend in non-Hodgkin's lymphoma
may be due to the widespread introduction of herbicides
since the 1950s and a twenty to thirty year average latent
period. There was no association between herbicides and the
development of Hodgkin's disease in the Kansas study (Hoar
et al., 1986), which appears consistent with the Yorkshire
and Minnesota data, but contrasts with findings from
Sweden (Hardell et al., 1981; Hardell & Bengtsson, 1983).
We hope the case-control study currently underway in
Yorkshire (Barnes et al., 1987) will explore the possible
relationship between herbicide exposure and the increasing
risk of non-Hodgkin's lymphoma in rural areas.
Yours etc.,
S. Hoar Zahm
A. Blair
Occupational Studies Section,
National Cancer Institute,
Landow Building, Room 4C16,
Bethesda, Maryland 20892, USA.
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